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Abstract
This study is conducted to analyze Syrian children’s educational life from the perspective of the
teachers and explore their acculturation process, and adaptation into the Turkish culture with
reference to the difficulties. Moreover, the study will take into account their academic attainment
as well as the implemented bilingual education model. Grounded theory was utilized to analyze
the data as it enables a scrupulous analysis when there is not much detailed information on the
topic. Thematic analysis was conducted as the qualitative research design is required to explore
and identify the academic achievement and social adaptation process of Syrian students in Turkey.
The findings suggest that the teachers are aware of the Syrian students’ distinctive situation;
however, they feel incompetent in supporting them. As for the Syrian students, teachers point at
the language barrier they encounter while describing these children’s deficiency in both social
adaptation and academic achievement. Therefore, they recommend supplying extra courses to
enhance their language development and advise a common bilingual education model to be
implemented. Besides, the teachers also highlight the significance of providing both psychological
and social support for them in order to facilitate their acculturation.
Keywords: Syrian refugee children, acculturation, social adaptation, bilingual education,
academic achievement
Recommended Citation: Bekdemir, N., Kalayci, G., & Alagozlu, N. (2021). Syrian children’s
perceived integration into Turkish national education system. In W. B. James, C. Cobanoglu, &
M. Cavusoglu (Eds.), Advances in global education and research (Vol. 4, pp. 1–12). USF M3
Publishing. https://www.doi.org/10.5038/9781955833042
Introduction
Migration results in many challenges in one’s life because of exposure to a foreign lifestyle, culture
shock, conflicting attitudes, values, and behaviors. Matters become even worse for forcibly
displaced immigrants who find no way out to move because of conflict or war. Since they become
asylum seekers or refugees in a country although they are not ready for such a movement. Since
2011, Syrian refugees have migrated to Turkey, and now it is one of the countries hosting a great
many of the refugees (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2020). At
present, 561.510 children maintaining primary and secondary schools accommodate in different
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parts of Turkey. The arrangements in different areas including education support “the right of all
children to receive an education, including children whose families have sought temporary and
international protection”. Ministry of National Education (MoNE) in Turkey has laid out new
regulations for Syrian immigrants’ education with the Circular 2014/21. Even if they do not have
residence permit, they have the right to continue their education only by registration to schools
with their “foreigner identification document” (MoNE, 2014). A project named “Promoting
Integration of Syrian Children to the Turkish Education System (PICTES) was carried out under
the framework of the European Union’s Facility for Refugees in Turkey (FRIT). With the help of
PICTES, students are provided with Turkish language courses, education materials, transportation
service, social adaptation activities and psychosocial support. Along with these regulations,
questions have been raised about Syrian children’s education, acculturation and adaptation in
Turkish culture. In this respect, this study sought for Syrian children’s educational life from the
perspective of the teachers. It aims to explore their acculturation process and adaptation into the
Turkish culture referring to the difficulties and recipes that the teachers offer. Besides, it will go
through their academic attainment as well as the implemented bilingual educational model. In
order to explore these dimensions, the study purports to answer the following research questions:
● What are the levels of acculturation of Syrian immigrant children from the perspective of
teachers?
● Are there any strategies of acculturation at school?
● Which bilingual/multilingual education model do teachers deploy in order to teach Syrian
immigrant students?
● What are the teachers’ perspectives on Syrian immigrants’ academic achievement?
Literature Review
Acculturation
People’s mobility across the world brings about an acculturation process in which they gain
deviated experiences differing from their daily praxis. Acculturation, which means the integration
of L2 learners into the target community (TC), has a vital role in SLA (Schumann, 1978, 1990).
As much as it is a combination of social-psychological factors, it is not the direct cause of SLA,
but the most significant factor regarding the natural SLA (Schumann, 1986). The degree from
social-psychological distance to social-psychological proximity with the native speakers of L2
demonstrates the extent to L2 learners can acquire the target language (Schumann, 1978). The
more they want to be native-like, the more they should be integrated with the TC. According to
Schumann’s two-types acculturation model (1978), acculturation occurs if the learners are both
socially integrated with and psychologically open to the TC, which is the first type. However,
second type occurs when L2 learners are only socially integrated with the TC even if the
psychological openness is not experienced by them. From this model, it can be understood that
through both types, L2 learners are socially integrated with the TC, nevertheless, the difference
arises from the learners’ willingness to get integrated. In this regard, acculturation can be defined
as the changes resulted from clustering different cultures (Sam & Berry, 2013). Berry defines
acculturation as “the process by which individuals change both by being influenced by contact
with another culture and by being participants in the general acculturative changes underway in
their own culture” (1990 p. 235). On the basis of the level that one’s simultaneous maintenance of
his/her original cultural identity and participation in the cultural life of the majority culture, Berry
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(1990, 1997, 2006) suggests a quadrant model in which acculturation strategies could be tackled
either by the minority or by the majority group (Figure 1). To begin with, from the minority group’s
perspective, these strategies explain the level of the one’s sense of belonging to home and host
cultures, and involves (1) assimilation- abandonment of the original ethnic culture, (2) integrationadoption of both home and host cultures in a quite balanced way, (3) separation- neglection of the
majority while maintaining the ethnic culture, (4) marginalization- exclusion of both cultures and
feeling lack of connection. When it comes to the majority group’s perspective, it involves (1)
mutual accommodation- given support to minority group group’s maintenance of both home and
host cultures, (2) melting pot- supporting assimilation, (3) segregation- keeping ethnic minorities
separated, (4) marginalization- exclusion of the minority group and desire them to renounce their
ethnic origin.
Figure 1. Berry’s Acculturation Model

Bilingual and Multilingual Education Models
Bilingual education refers to the use of two languages in the instruction and assessment of learners
(Garcia, 2009), and bilingual education programs emerges from various goals, sociocultural and
sociopolitical factors (Garcia & Woodley, 2015). Bilingual education models are examined based
on the categorization made by Baker (2001). There are four main educational models to teach
bilinguals: (1) submersion, (2) immersion, (3) two- way immersion and (4) transitional immersion.
Firstly, the submersion education model is likened to a swimming pool because the student who
cannot swim is thrown into the deep end, and the expectation to learn swimming without any
lessons is anticipated. It has the same foundation in the language learning process i.e., minority
language students are taught in a classroom environment that only majority language is used. There
are two options in the end: to learn the majority language with a lot of effort (struggle and swim)
or to fail learning it (sink) (Baker, 1988; Baker, 2001). However, it is also stated that submersion
programs can be utilized with pull-out classes which students with minority language are
withdrawn from their lessons in order to learn the majority language, which will cause other
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problems i.e., peers’ perceptions of them (Baker, 2001). The second model is immersion programs
in which students with minority language are immersed in a second language (L2) classroom
environment (Cummins, 1998). To compare the two mentioned models, students in immersion
programs “paint a picture of moving gradually from the shallow to the deep end … being taught
the skills of swimming” (Baker, 1988, pp. 47-48). Contrary to the submersion program, students
may use their mother tongue (L1) till they naturally begin using L2 with the help of bilingual
teachers. Additionally, there are three types of immersion programs that are organized based on
the age of learners: early, middle and late immersion start in kindergarten or grade 1; grade 4-5
and grade 7, respectively (Cummins, 1998).The third one is transitional model which students with
minority language are only exposed to L2 in order to become proficient enough to continue with
their mainstream education; however, they are also exposed to target culture all the time at the
expense of assimilation, losing their L1 (Baker, 2001; Fishman, 1977; Garcia, 1997; Paulston,
1980). The last method is two-way immersion, which is also called dual language, and it is based
on exposure to oral language. Its scope is to support L1 skills of students whose mother tongue is
minority language and to improve L2 skills of students whose mother tongue is the majority
language (Barnett et al., 2007).
Methods
Sample
The study was carried out with the employment of snowball sampling methods from nonprobability sampling procedures in order to reach teachers who taught and/or are currently teaching
Syrian immigrant learners. Participants accessed for the current study were 22 teachers whose
branches are English Language Teaching, Turkish Language Teaching and Primary School
Teaching (Table 1.). Of the participants, 14 (66.7 %) were English Language, 6 (28.6 %) were
Turkish Language, and 1 (4.8 %) was a primary school teacher. Most of the participants (n=18,
81.8 %) had bachelor’s degree while the rest of them (n=4, 18.2 %) had master's degree. Most
participants get neither any undergraduate courses about teaching in multilingual classes (N=14,
77.8%) nor in-service education provided by the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) (N= 12,
60 %). However, a small group of participants reported that they got courses in their BA studies
(N=4, 22.2 %) and in-service education (N=8, 40 %). As for teaching experience, the number of
teachers who had both 3-5 years and 6-9 years of teaching experience was 8 (36.4 %), whereas the
ones experienced in teaching with 0-2 years and more than 10 years were 3 participants (13.6 %)
in each. In addition, a number of participants (N=17, 85 %) stated that they had not been informed
about the language education model that is required to teach Syrian students by both MoNE and
school administration.
Table 1. Participants
Department
ELT
N
%

TLT
14
66.7

PST
6
28.6

1
4.8

Educational
background
BA
MA
18
4
81.8
18.2

Courses about
multilingualism
YES
NO
4
14
22.2
77.8

In-service
education
YES
NO
8
12
40
60

Being informed about the
language education models
YES
NO
3
18
14.3
85.7

Data Collection
In this study, an online data collection process was carried out via Google Forms. The link of the
survey was sent to participants via social media and with the help of the participants. Only the
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/m3publishing/vol3/iss2021/43
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participants who volunteered to take part in the study answered the survey, and they were asked
for their consent to participate in the study at the beginning of the survey.
Data Source
The data were collected online through a self-designed survey consisting of open-ended questions
because the aim was to explore the most relevant answers to the topic (Link:
https://forms.gle/zT9pRfJ8amU6agGr7).
Empirical Model
Grounded theory was adopted to analyze the data as it enables a scrupulous analysis when there is
not much detailed information on the topic (Dörnyei, 2007). Thematic analysis was conducted as
the qualitative research design required to explore and identify Syrian students’ not only how they
adapt to Turkish culture and society but also how they get integrated into the Turkish education
system. In order to create themes, coding techniques were utilized. First, researchers read the data
thoroughly to familiarize themselves with it, then began creating initial data-driven codes
manually. After the initial coding, correlated codes were categorized, and themes were created.
Findings
The current study revealed teachers’ perceptions of Syrian immigrant students’ level of
sociocultural adaptation, acculturation strategies, their usage of bilingual education models, and
academic achievements.
Research Question 1: Sociocultural Adaptation
The fact that Syrian refugees escape from war and start to live in Turkey is considered, their new
life required them to adapt themselves into the new society and Turkish culture. Participants’
perception on their sociocultural adaptation varied (Table 2), some considered their adaptation was
limited (N=12, 52.2%), average (N=10, 43.5%), and high (N=1, 4.3%). The students
predominantly could not get adapted to Turkish culture, which may be result of a range of
challenges that the teachers also refer including sudden changes they experience, culture shock,
deficiency in sense of belonging, language impairments, individual differences, etc., which may
be because Turkey and Syria differ in terms of cultural, societal, and historical aspects, which
becomes visible in their educational systems as well (Aydın & Kaya, 2019). As it can be inferred,
both the minority and majority group may act upon arising such assets. The findings observed in
this study mirror those of the previous studies revealed language barriers prevent Syrian children
from integrating in the majority group (Szente, et al., 2006; Qaddour, 2017; Taşkın & Erdemli,
2018). These findings further support the idea of vitality of learning Turkish for better adapting to
Turkish society (Kanat & Ustun, 2015).
Table 2. Sociocultural Adaptation
Limited
N
12

%
52.2

Average
N
10

%
43.5

High
N
1

%
4.3
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Research Question 2: Acculturation Strategies
Besides the level of immigrant students’ sociocultural adaptation, it is encouraging to explain
Syrian children’s perceived acculturation process with respect to Berry's framework of
acculturation strategies (2006) (Table 3). The results have revealed that these children mostly
display either separation (N=6, 33.3%) or integration (N=6, 33.3%) followed by marginalization
(N=4, 22.2%) and assimilation (N=2, 11.1%). Therefore, it can be claimed that our study is unable
to demonstrate such a force for assimilation, however, a note on caution is due here since our data
only encapsulates teachers’ perception on this issue.
Table 3. Acculturation Strategies
Separation
N
%
6
33.3

Integration
N
%
6
33.3

Marginalization
N
%
4
22.2

Assimilation
N
%
2
11.1

Research Question 3. Bi/Multilingual Education Model
It was found out that teachers were not aware of the type of language education models that they
were using while they were teaching Syrian students. However, they reported that they used
different models among the ones explained them (Table 4). These are two-way immersion (N=7,
35%), submersion (N=6, 30%), transitional (N=6, 30%), and immersion (N=1, 5%) from the most
frequently used to the least one. 2 participants' responses are missing.
Table 4. Language Education Models
Two-way immersion
N
%
7
35

Submersion
N
%
6
30

Transitional
N
%
6
30

Immersion
N
%
1
5

Participants also reported their opinions on positive and negative aspects of these models. To start
with the most preferred one, two-way immersion, negative aspects outweighed the positive ones
(Table 5). The fact that students are more motivated to learn L2 (N=1, 8.3%) and easily adapted
to language learning process (N=1, 8.3%) were among the reported positive aspects. Moreover,
students improve L1 and L2 at the same time (N=1, 8.3%) and comprehension becomes easier for
them thanks to the minority language use in the classroom (N=1, 8.3%). On the one hand, majority
language use in the classroom (N=1, 8.3%) was found out as a negative aspect which affects
students who speak the minority language. On the other hand, students who speak the majority
language become less motivated because of minority language use (N=1, 8.3%). Also, students
start code-mixing (N=1, 8.3%) which is a part of bilingualism; however, it was considered by the
participants as a negative aspect. Except for the mentioned ones, there were a few reported
limitations which caused some problems: the illiteracy of the immigrant students in majority
language (N=1, 8.3%) and the restricted time for L2 classes (N=1, 8.3%). Even though it was
found out that two-way immersion provides an easy adaptation to language learning process, the
findings uncovered that it leads learners to have difficulties in language acquisition process (N=3,
25%).
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Table 5. Two-Way Immersion
Positive aspects
Increased motivation
Easy adaptation to
language learning process
Improving L1 and L2 in
the meantime
Easy comprehension due
to minority language use
in class

TOTAL

N
1
1

%
8.3
8.3

Negative Aspects
Majority language use in L2 class
Decreased motivation

N
1
1

%
8.3
8.3

1

8.3

Code-mixing

1

8.3

1

8.3

Illiteracy in majority language

1

8.3

Limited time for L2 classes
Difficult language acquisition
process

1
3

8.3
25

8

66,5

4

33.2

The second model used by the participants is submersion whose negative aspects were found out
far more than positive ones (Table 6). The only positive aspect of submersion is immigrant students
had a chance to acquire the majority language in the target language (N=1, 7.1%). Despite this
opportunity, participants thought that students had difficulties in language acquisition process
(N=2, 14.3%). They reported several reasons for it. Students’ illiteracy in majority language (N=1,
7.1%) prevents students from understanding the lessons. Besides, students are exposed to the
majority language at school, however, the exposure is limited when parents can only speak their
mother tongue (N=1, 7.1%), which brings up challenges for expressing themselves (N=2, 14.3%).
It was also revealed that when students had difficulty to express themselves, either they start to
communicate in their mother tongue with the other immigrant students in the classroom (N=1,
7.1%); to feel shy, lonely and be silent (N=1, 7.1%); or not to participate in the lesson (N=1, 7.1%).
It was clearly understood that students went through a rough process and experienced adaptation
problems (N=3, 21.4%) which participants perceived submersion as a model that does not help
students improve themselves academically (N=1, 7.1%).
Table 6. Submersion
Positive aspects
Language acquisition
in target language

TOTAL

N
1

1

%
7.1

7.1

Negative Aspects
Difficult language acquisition process

N
2

%
14.3

Illiteracy in majority language
Limited exposure to target language
Having difficulty to express themselves
Communication in L1
Feeling shy and lonely
Lack of participation in the lessons
Adaptation problem
No benefits in academic achievement

1
1
2
1
1
1
3
1
13

7.1
7.1
14.3
7.1
7.1
7.1
21.4
7.1
92.6

The third model that was utilized by the participants was the transitional model (Table 7).
Participants reported that an easy social adaptation process was provided for students in a way that
they could make friends (N=1, 10%). They experienced more target language exposure (N=1,
10%) which can be considered a positive aspect; however, this exposure was perceived negatively
by several participants, and majority language use in the classroom (N=2, 20%) seemed to be a
problem as it was difficult for teachers to keep the amount of L1 usage minimum in the teaching
process. As they continued speaking in L1, immigrant students had difficulties to understand the
lessons and led to communication breakdowns (N=3, 30%) because of limited proficiency level.
On the other hand, it enabled teachers to use multimodal instruction more (N=1, 10%), which is a
positive aspect. All in all, transitional education model did not benefit enough for students to
develop themselves academically (N=1, 10%).
7
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Table 7. Transitional Model
Positive aspects
Multimodal instruction
Social adaptation
More exposure to target language

N
1
1
1

%
10
10
10

TOTAL

3

30

Negative Aspects
Majority language use
Communication breakdowns
Difficulties in language acquisition process
Limited benefits in academic improvement

N
2
3
1
1
7

%
20
30
10
10
70

The last model used by the participants was immersion which can be seen in Table 8, there are not
any negative aspects reported by participants. However, participants thought that students learn
the majority language for survival (N=1, 16.6%) and it makes them more motivated (N=1, 16.6%)
and increase their tendency toward L2 (N=1, 16.6%).
Table 8. Immersion
Positive aspects
Having more tendency to L2 learning
More motivated to learn L2
Majority lang. learning for survival
TOTAL

N
1
1
1
3

%
16.6
16.6
16.6
50

With respect to the bilingual education models, the majority of the teachers have reported that they
deploy two-way immersion model. What is surprising is that they have asserted a quite many of
negative aspects of using this model including language problems, decreased motivation, illiteracy,
limited time allocation etc. Second most preferred bilingual education model is that submersion
whose negative aspects also overweigh the positive ones. To illustrate, teachers complain about
the difficulty in language acquisition, illiteracy in majority language, communication, and
attendance problems etc. Transitional model, the third one, is balanced in terms of negative and
positive sides. Teachers are in favor with the multimodal instruction, social adaptation and refuge
children’s increased exposure to Turkish while they are trouble with the limited academic
achievement, communication problems and difficulties in language acquisition process. Lastly,
teachers have reported only the positive aspects consisting of majority language use and increased
motivation although this is the least preferred model. These findings are somehow interesting since
there is a discrepancy with teachers’ implementation and thoughts. To exemplify, one can expect
the most preferred model holds the least number of negative aspects, yet results are quite opposite.
A possible explanation for these results may be teachers’ lack of adequate knowledge on either
bilingual education models or MoNE’s educational program for Syrian children. In accordance
with these findings, previous research has revealed that Syrian children could not receive a highquality education owing to the unsatisfactory school conditions, inadequate resources and
inappropriate curriculum planning (Aydin & Kaya, 2017; Aydin, Gündogdu & Akgül, 2019).
Besides, MoNE is recommended to construct a coordinated strategy in accordance with the
Syrian’s interests and concerns (Aydın & Kaya, 2019) and to monitor and support the schools
(İçduygu, 2015). Relatedly, the teachers, participating in this study also reported their inadequacy
in teaching refugee children (Aras & Yasun, 2016) and their need for training for this purpose
(Cinkir, 2015).
Research Question 4: Academic Achievement
As for the students’ academic achievement, the study revealed that participants thought that
immigrant students had low (N=13, 61.9%), average (N=6, 28.6%) and high (N=3, 14.3%) levels
of academic achievement (Table 9).
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Table 9. The Rate of Syrian Immigrants’ Academic Achievement
The rate of Syrian students’ academic achievement
High
Average
Low
TOTAL

N
3
6
13
21

%
14.3
28.6
61.9
100

Several challenges i.e., majority language use in the classroom (N=3, 42.7%), different alphabets
(N=1, 14.3%), crowded classes (N=1, 14.3%), and sociocultural difficulties (N=1, 14.3%), and
attendance (N=1, 14.3%) were revealed as the results of the study in terms of academic
achievement (Table 10). Within this context, they depict the inconsistency with Syrian children’s
academic achievement rate. Although most of the students have low academic achievement,
teachers have also highlighted the ones with average and high academic success. Here, the teachers
correlate academic success with the level of majority language acquisition. Namely, teachers
indicate that high proficiency in Turkish predominantly leads high academic achievement whereas
lack of Turkish proficiency result in low academic achievement (Aydın & Kaya, 2019; Szente et
al., 2006).
Table 10. Challenges in Academic Achievement
Challenges in academic achievement
Majority language use in class
Alphabet
Crowded classes
Socio-cultural difficulties
Attendance
TOTAL

N
3
1
1
1
1
7

%
42.7
14.3
14.3
14.3
14.3
100

Besides, to contribute students’ academic achievement and school adaptation, teachers have
addressed the effort they exert including social and psychological which aligns with the previous
findings indicating that teachers do their best to help Syrian children (Aydın & Kaya, 2019) (Table
11). Participants said that they tried to motivate students (N=4; 8.4%) and showed interest and
loved them (N=3; 6.4%), which were the basic needs of humans. They reported that they gave
counselling speeches (N=1; 2.1%) and provided them with psychological support individually
(N=1; 2.1%). Furthermore, they tried to reach the students who did not attend any of the lessons
(N=1; 2.1%) and to integrate them into the society, which constitutes the social aspect of their
great contribution to this hard process.
Table 11. Teachers’ Personal Contributions
Social
Integrating them into the society
Trying to reach students

N
1
1

%
9.1
9.1

2

18.2

Psychological
Affection
Motivating them
Psychological support
Counselling speeches

N
3
4
1
1
9

%
27.2
36.3
9.1
9.1
81.7

Conclusions
Taken together, the results of this study present valuable insights on Syrian children’s both
acculturation process and education, and offer various dimensions appertaining to these issues. In
other words, the investigation into (1) Turkish teachers’ perceptions of Syrian children’s academic
achievement, (2) their acculturation levels and strategies adopted, and (3) bilingual education
models implemented in MoNE state schools was conducted. The following conclusions can be
drawn from the results of the present study. Firstly, in terms of Syrian children’s academic
9
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achievement, they are regarded to show low academic achievement and as low performers.
Secondly, they are also perceived to display low level acculturation (52,2%). Regarding
acculturation, separation (33%) and integration (33%) strategies are thought to be deployed at
schools rather than marginalization and assimilation with respect to the Berry’s framework (2006)
as well as Schumann’s categorization. Next, SLA, academic achievement and acculturation are all
interconnected as it can be clearly understood from the study that immigrant students’ level of
socio-cultural adaptation, their preference of the acculturation type and the level of academic
achievement are based on L2/L3 proficiency (Turkish Language Acquisition). Finally, teachers
have no clear idea about which bilingual education model has been/is being implemented. 35% of
the respondents expressed a two-way immersion model is being practiced at schools. Submersion
and Transitional models are also given credit with a 30% of respondents, which necessitates an
awareness raising in service teacher training that will probably establish a sound theoretical
background. In reality, a sub/immersion model is at work.
The present study provides implications for not only Syrian children’s education but also their
acculturation and adaptation. To begin with, educational attainment of Syrian children can be
enhanced through raising teachers’ awareness on bi/multilingual education/models and refugee’s
social and academic integration. Despite the efforts of Immigration Office of Internal Affairs
Ministry, the PICTES Project (Syrian Children’s Integration into Turkish Education System
Project), they feel alone and helpless in educating Syrian children as the teachers have not been
informed or trained before they are employed (Taşkın & Erdemli, 2018). Therefore, there is a need
for (1) a strong appropriate educational policy for the immigrants and their children for better
inclusion; (2) a joint support from MoNE, Immigration Office, UNHCR and UNICEF with
peculiar training; and (3) adequate and qualified pre-service and in-service teacher training
programs along with fixing the mismatch between their implementations with the description
provided in survey as revealed with the expressions. Additionally, seeking solutions for
acculturation problems and searching for convenient strategies to help Syrian children get
necessary education, socio-psychological support, and a consensus on the strategies to use should
be agreed on.
Since the present study reaches a limited number of participants due to the qualitative research
design, it may not be generalized to overall Turkish context despite the deep insight it offers.
Therefore, there is a need for further quantitative research to establish a greater degree of insight
on this matter.
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